RYLE ON WILL

My aim in the present note is a very limited one. It is to
examine just one of Ryle’s arguments against a cartesian notion of
will, namely his Infinite Regress Argument against this notion.
The argument, as found in The Concept of Mind! and as I under-
stand it, may be stated as follows : (1) It is said, directly or by
implication, that not only a physical operation but also a mental
operation may be voluntary or involuntary; voluntary, as issuing
from volition; and involuntary, as issuing otherwise; (2) The
question arises : Must not, then, volition, which is called a mental
operation, be itself voluntary or involuntary ?; (3) Now, it
would be absurd to say that volition is involuntary; and it would
lead to infinite regress to say that volition is voluntary, because
the volition which makes a given volition voluntary must itself be
voluntary, and so on ad infnitum.

It is not at all difficult to see that there is at least one unmis-
takable basic similarity between this argument and Plato’s own
Infinite Regress Argument against Ideas, which he puts forth in
his Parmenides?® Varying his illustration, this latter argument is
simply stated thus : (i) Take the entire set of voluntary objects
(actions or operations), a, b, ¢; they have the Idea of volition,
¥V, common to them all; (ii) Take now, a, b, c, and V; will not
there be another Idea of volition, V,, common to them all ?;
(iii } Take now a, b, ¢, V, and V,; will not there be yet another
Idea of volition, V,, common to them all ?  And so on ad infinitum.
The unmistakable basic similarity between the two arguments,
Ryle’s and Plato’s, is that they both, in one way or another, treat
a universal as if it were itself a particular of the same sort of which
it is the universal, they both.in one way or another treat, for example,
volition. as if it were itsell a particular voluntary action of which
it is the universal,

Now, it is found that this basic similarity between the given
arguments is also a mistake which they both commit. It is the
category-mistake of, in one way or another, conflating a universal
and a particular which falls under that universal, of predicating of
a universal what can only be meaningfully predicted of a particular
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falling under that universal, by virtue of the fact that it is a parti-
cular under that universal. Thus, for example, it is meaningful
to ask what is common to what are called voluntary actions, or
whether a certain action is voluntary or involuntary. But it is
obviously not at all meaningful to ask what is common to voluntary
actions and volition, which is what is common to all voluntary
actions, to everything that is voluntary; nor, further, to ask whether
volition, which is what is common to all that is voluntary, is itself
voluntary or involuntary. Similarly, it is meaningful to ask what is
common to what are called red objects, or whether a certain object
is red or not red. But it is obviously not at all meaningful to ask
what is common to red objects and redness, which is what is common
to all red objects, Lo’ everything that is red: nor, further, to ask
whether redness, which is what is common to all that is red, is
itself red or not red. In short, it may be said that whatever else
may or may not be meaningfully predicted of a universai and the
particulars which fall under it, one can obviously never meaningfully
predicate of a universal that which will change it into a particular
falling under it, thar which will make us treat it as if it were itself
a particular of the same sort of which it is the universal. Both
Ryle’s and Plato’s arguments in one way or another overlook this
situation, and thus commit the category-mistake,

As the category-mistake consists in the confusion of different
(logical) types, one may adopt a platonic pyramid of objects,
from the highest universal down to the very particulars, as a
convenient device to elucidate exactly when this mistake is com-
mitted. We may say that this mistake is committed when, in the
pyramid, any class is confused with any other class, a class is
confused with any of its sub-classes, a sub-class is confused with
another sub-class under the same class, or when a sub-class is
confused with the particulars falling under it. As an illustration,
this mistake is committed when the mental js confused with the
physical, the mental is confused with the volutnary, the voluntary is
confused with the reflective, or when the voluntary is confused with
the particular voluntary actions falling under it. Both Ryle’s
and Plato’s arguments, as far as we have seen, commit the category-
mistake by, in one way or another, confusing a class with the
particulars falling under it,
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It would be gathered from the foregoing that the possibility
of constructing the above-mentioned defective argument as found
in Ryle and Plato can be guarded against by presenting the argu-
ment in the form : * The entire set of particular objects signified
as S has the comumon character signified as P Both Ryle’s and
Plato’s arguments make the mistake of in one way or another
treating P as if it were not P but a member of S.

1t should also be pointed out here that Ryle’s mode of reason-
ing, like that of Plato, would indeed be the reductio ad absurdum
of alf predication. For not only must we then ask whether voli-
tion is itself voluntary, but, mutatis mutandis, also whether reflec-
tion is itself reflective, emotion itself emotive, and so on. It is
gratifying to note that far from being necessary, such a question is
quite impossible, thanks to the category-mistake involved.
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NOTES

1. Penguin Books, 1966 reprint, pp. 65-66.

2. The Dialogues of Plato, translated by B. Jowett, Random
House, p. 132.
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